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   PREFACE   

 On 30 October 1938, Orson Welles aired over the Columbia Broadcasting 
System an adaptation of HG Wells ’ s science-fi ction novel,  The War of the Worlds . 1  
The adaptation consisted of a 60-minute radio programme, in which simulated 
press bulletins were inserted over a regular musical show being broadcast live from 
New York ’ s Park Plaza Hotel. These bulletins interrupted the show on a regular 
basis, with increasingly alarming news about a series of strange events connected 
with a burning object that had allegedly fallen from the skies and landed some-
where in New Jersey. What was considered at the beginning of the show by (fake) 
scientists interviewed by (fake) reporters to be the most improbable explanation 
of such events, turned out to be the fatal outcome: Martians (and not the good 
sort) were invading the Earth. 

 Some speculation about the reaction of the public to the programme, and more 
specifi cally about the extent to which panic took over listeners in New York and 
other American and Canadian cities, followed the show. Sceptics claimed that 
fewer than 20 per cent of listeners believed that the Earth was actually under 
 Martian attack. 2  The  New York Times , on the other hand, opened its front page 
the next morning with the headline  ‘ Radio Listeners in Panic, Taking War Drama 
as Fact ’ , and claimed that a  ‘ wave of mass hysteria seized thousands of listeners  …  
and disrupted households, interrupted religious services, created traffi c jams 
and clogged communications systems ’ . 3  Regardless of disputes over the scale 
of the effect that the programme had on its listeners, there was no doubt about 
the underlying message behind it. Welles ’ s experiment not only clearly showed 
the power that technology could exert over its audiences, at a time when  people 
were only beginning to get used to the effects of technological progress, but also 
warned about the potential for the media to deceive the public. By describing a 
non-reality, opening a chasm between media descriptions of reality and the real-
ity they describe, Welles revealed the distance that separates these two realms 
and exposed the fragility of one of the central institutions of liberal democracies. 
He was severely criticised for attempting to undermine confi dence in the system 
and had to make public apologies. 
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 What Welles unveiled with his experiment is a central theme of this book. 
It refers to what will be called the  ‘ illusion of the free press ’ . The word  ‘ illusion ’  
means a  ‘ deceptive appearance or impression ’ , or  ‘ a false idea or belief  ’ . Although 
this meaning is not all there is to the word, and is not the one that will be gen-
erally used in this book (as will be explained shortly), it is the one used by the 
relevant critical literature to describe the state of the media in contemporary soci-
eties, among them one of its most infl uential critiques, the critique of the politi-
cal economy of the press (CPEP). The CPEP has provided consistent valuable 
research about the structure and functioning of the press in advanced capitalist 
societies. 4  It has shown, among many other things, that the property of the means 
of communication is concentrated in a few hands, that the press responds to the 
interests of those who fi nance it (advertisers) and that these last are not necessar-
ily aligned with the public interest but are sometimes in open contradiction. From 
this point of view, the CPEP has argued that the press is not free and independent 
but is subject to a series of fi nancial, economic and political constraints, which 
necessarily affect its communications and hence the way in which it portrays social 
reality. The free press is thus a mere illusion, a deceptive idea of what it really is. 
The central purpose of the CPEP is thus to unveil the illusion, to show the  real  
face of the press in order to raise awareness and consciousness about the distance 
separating appearances from reality. 

 Other thinkers, usually associated with the postmodern tradition, have argued, 
on the other hand, that the inability of the media to represent reality as it is, exceeds 
the material conditions in which it functions. 5  Their point is that regardless of the 
way in which it is structured, the media will never be able to reproduce reality 
because reality is not reproducible. From an ontological perspective, the argument 
is that the world (in the broad sense of the term) is pure chaos, pure antagonism, 
and that any effort to give meaning or sense to it will always be condemned to 
failure. The texture of reality is, in other words, so different from the texture of 
language that the latter is not only unable to reproduce it, it cannot even represent 
it. Any representational attempt is viewed as the consequence of power struggles, 
where disputing forces fi ght to construct a reality that best fi ts their interests, with 
the aim of making those constructions the dominant view of reality. Accordingly, 
representations of reality are mere illusions. At best, they would only show the 
power interests involved in those representations. 
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 From another point of view, thinkers from this tradition have emphasised the 
relevance of technology in the process of mediation. They maintain that tech-
nologies offer different forms of communication, forms that diverge in the way in 
which they approach their objects, in their point of views and in the aspects they 
tend to emphasise or ignore about them. This is why they argue that the world of 
typography was completely different from the world of television, and the latter 
completely different from the digital world. Technologies themselves, with their 
particular codes, languages and modes of communication, have epistemological 
implications because they affect our perception and understanding of the world. 
But the way we perceive the world also changes the way in which we relate to it and 
the way in which we relate to each other. This is why postmodernists argue that 
technologies shape and mould reality. 6  Accordingly, not only have technologies 
altered our perception and understanding of the world, they have gone much fur-
ther: they have modifi ed the world itself. From this point of view, the illusion con-
sists in believing that the media, through their technological platforms,  mediate a 
reality that exists in itself, when the fact is that they construct the very reality they 
are supposed to mediate. 

 The critiques offered by the CPEP and by postmodernism will be explored in 
detail in  Chapter 1 . Not only have they enriched academic discussion, they have 
also permeated the broader public opinion. The events that led in Britain to the 
formation of the Leveson Inquiry opened debate over and discussion of the prob-
lems associated with media empires, corrupt editors, the collusion of politicians 
and media moguls, obscure manipulation of the political agenda and so on. More 
recently, the dissemination of fake news during the Brexit campaign and Donald 
Trump ’ s election in the United States, both in 2016, brought media regulation 
to the fore in public discussion. The deep gulf that separates the idea of a free 
press from its real functioning was exposed, and the effects of that understand-
ing are yet to be seen. What we still do not know (and perhaps never absolutely 
will) is to what extent these events will modify the way in which mass audiences 
relate to the news they receive from the media. How does our knowledge about its 
real conditions affect our epistemic attitude towards its contents and discourses ?  
To what degree will these events alter the legitimacy of its claim to adequately and 
accurately portray reality ?  

 Given the fi rst meaning assigned to the concept of illusion, that is, as a false 
representation of reality, some would answer that nothing would really change. 
According to Peter Sloterdijk, for example, this would be so because the preva-
lent attitude of postmodernism is cynicism, which is refl ected in what he calls 
the  ‘ enlightened false consciousness ’ . 7  In relation to the  ‘ illusion of the free press ’ , 
the cynical subject would know very well the distance separating the idea of a 
free press and the actual conditions in which it functions in capitalist societies. 
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She knows about media concentration, she knows the huge political, commercial 
and fi nancial pressures infl uencing its discourses, she knows that its depictions of 
reality fall far short of reality, and so on. Nevertheless, the cynical subject keeps 
on acting  as if  she did not know all these things. She keeps on informing herself 
through the news, using that information as part of her general knowledge about 
the world she lives in and using it, usually as a matter of fact, in her daily conversa-
tions. From this assumption, Sloterdijk concludes that we live in a post-ideological 
era in which our knowledge of the hidden mechanisms of the system does not 
affect the way in which we relate to it. The enlightened false consciousness is as 
servile to ideological commandments as the ignorant one. In this sense, ideology, 
after all, would be completely irrelevant. 

 However, do we truly live in a post-ideological era ?  Is ideology completely irrel-
evant, now that we have discovered that our knowledge about how things  really are  
does not necessarily affect our attitudes towards them ?  These questions — which 
will be tackled in the fi rst chapter — lead us to the central point of this book. The 
point is that in order to think about the  ‘ illusion of the free press ’ , it is not enough 
to focus merely on the fi rst meaning of the word  ‘ illusion ’ . Indeed, if the illusion is 
that the press is free and independent, or if the illusion is that there is a deep fi ssure 
that separates reality from the way in which the media portray it, one would be 
forced to conclude (with Sloterdijk) that ideology is irrelevant, because once those 
illusions are dispelled, once we know how things really are, nothing really changes. 
The system continues reproducing itself, regardless of our insight into the way in 
which it works. But the real problem is that the media still form an ideological 
apparatus and that we are still subservient to that apparatus in so many ways. So 
the question that needs to be asked is: why, despite our knowledge of the condi-
tions of the press in capitalist societies and its consequent distance from the ideal 
of a free press, is it still such a central institution and the idea of a free press one of 
the central principles in liberal democracies ?  

 A second meaning of the word  ‘ illusion ’  provides a better answer to this ques-
tion. For the fact is that the illusion is not merely a false idea of what the media 
really are. Neither is it solely the wrong belief that social reality corresponds to 
the way in which the media portray it. There is something more. Something that 
is ingrained in the history of the  ‘ free press ’ , in the fi ght for its recognition and in 
public expectations of it. It is not necessary to go very far to discover this addi-
tional element. It is inscribed in the meaning of the word  ‘ illusion ’  itself. In fact, 
illusions are not only false ideas or beliefs, they are also the expression of a desire. 
We refer to a belief as an illusion, according to Freud, when  ‘ wish-fulfi lment plays 
a prominent part in its motivation ’ . 8  I could have the illusion, for example, that the 
world will be a fair place, that substantial inequality will be overcome or that there 
will be no more wars. From the point of view of the press, the illusion is connected 
to an epistemological desire. The desire to understand the world in which we live, 
to grasp our political contingency with all its nuances and subtleties, and so on. 
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 Illusion, as desire, insists on affi rming the ontological independence of social 
reality, but more importantly, the potential of gaining cognitive access to it. If, 
despite our knowledge of the actual conditions of the press, the illusion does not 
recede, it is because this  ‘ other ’  illusion is necessary. We need the illusion in order 
to preserve the idea that there is a correspondence between reality  qua  reality and 
that same reality as the media portray it. The illusion is necessary if an impor-
tant part of our experience is to retain consistency. Otherwise, if we renounce the 
illusion, we lose the grounding of a relevant portion of our social reality. In fact, 
most — if not all — of any common individual ’ s knowledge about political con-
tingency, international affairs, economic trends and crises, technological and sci-
entifi c developments, culture, sports and so many other things comes directly or 
indirectly from the news he receives from the media. Whenever we engage in con-
versations about these topics, form an opinion or share our ideas about them, we 
need to assume that our knowledge is a refl ection of a reality that exists indepen-
dently of the media and not knowledge about how the latter construct that reality. 
If we do not retain this illusion, if we do not stick to this desire, then our social 
reality loses consistency. If we cannot represent to ourselves that a building, which 
stands before our eyes, has a backside that corresponds to its front, as  Ž i ž ek argues, 
 ‘ [our] perceptual fi eld disintegrates into an inconsistent, meaningless mess ’ . 9  The 
history of the free press itself reveals this necessity. It is contained mainly in its 
pseudoscientifi c aspiration of communicating reality as it is, of discovering the 
truth through its narratives. The  Observer , the  Daily Mirror ,  The Times , and even 
the Plato-conjuring  Sun  are all names of newspapers that refl ect this aspiration. 
But behind these names there is much more than a self-contained ambition. There 
is a social expectation that the world that appears through the news is an adequate 
representation of the world as it is in itself, and this expectation, as will be argued, 
is contained in the illusion of the free press. 

 This approach to the illusion has a fundamental methodological consequence. 
In fact, in order to understand the origins, scope and implications of the illu-
sion of the free press, it is necessary to explore the relationship between truth and 
freedom. More specifi cally, what needs to be investigated is how the free press is 
supposed to be an adequate means for the discovery of truth. Now, if the illusion 
is not merely a deceptive idea of what the press really is but something that is 
inherent to the institution of the free press itself, the best place to observe the 
relationship between truth and freedom is in the liberal theory. Indeed, this is the 
theory that has studied more closely than any other the notion of the free press. 10  

 Two central themes will emerge from this analysis. The fi rst is that truth has 
played a central function in literature on free speech from the seventeenth century 
on. Truth, however, has not always been understood in the same way. It will emerge 
that the classic theory has defended truth as a correspondence between reality and 
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its descriptions. Therefore, the purpose of expressive freedoms is to provide an 
adequate depiction of the world in which we live. In democratic theories, expres-
sive freedoms are conceived of as a means of advancing political truths. Truth here 
is no longer correspondence with an outer reality but instead coherence between 
a central judgement (a political truth) and a set of judgements and institutions 
subordinated to this truth. In the case of autonomy theories, truth takes the form 
of authenticity, where expressive freedoms are conceived of as a mechanism con-
tributing to the discovery of the true self. As will be argued throughout this book, 
the connection between freedom and truth in free-speech literature is the con-
sequence of the desire to know and understand the world in which we live, the 
functioning of our political communities and to validate our own identity. 

 The second theme that will emerge from this book is the inherent tension that 
exists between truth and freedom. The point is that — as Hannah Arendt argues —
 while the discovery of truths or the advancement of knowledge supposes modes 
of thought and communication that are necessarily domineering, 11  no such 
modes are supposed to guide a free debate of ideas. If the modes of communica-
tion proper to the discovery of truths are used as standards of public discussion, 
free expression would be utterly and unacceptably precluded. This is why some 
argue that universities, journals, the scientifi c community, research communities 
and not the press would hence be the institutions best fi tted for attaining this 
purpose. On the other hand, to consider the free press an adequate standard for 
the discovery of truth is to degrade truth to subjective or relative conceptions, 
where any view would be as valid as any other as long as it was coherently  sustained. 
The inherent tension between truth and freedom manifests itself in the different 
theories that will be explored in the book. 

 This book consists of fi ve chapters.  Chapter 1  will analyse the concept of the 
illusion of the free press through the critique of the political economy of the 
press and cultural critiques. It will be argued that although they have contributed 
valuable insight to the debate, they are unable to explain why, regardless of our 
knowledge about how it works, the press remains a central institution in liberal 
democracies. The problem of these theories is that they conceive of the illusion of 
the free press as false consciousness. Under this logic, they assume that the illusion 
is removable or disposable. However, as will be shown, the illusion is not a prob-
lem of false consciousness but one of necessity. As a consequence, it is not possible 
to renounce the illusion, because as soon as we do that, we lose our sense of real-
ity. Using Kant ’ s notion of  ‘ transcendental illusions ’  as an analogy,  Chapter 1  will 
close by explaining the necessity for maintaining a connection between reality and 
appearances. This notion will be crucial to understanding the non-renounceable 
and non-disposable character of the illusion of the free press, and hence the 
necessity of exploring the relationship between truth and freedom from within 
free-speech literature. 
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  Chapter 2  will explore the place of truth in free speech literature from the 
 seventeenth to the nineteenth century in England. It will start with John Milton ’ s 
 Areopagitica  — a pamphlet addressed to the English Parliament opposing the insti-
tution of licensing — in which Milton defends with great eloquence freedom of 
opinion and a free press as mechanisms for the discovery of truth. Despite the 
increasing political importance of the role of the free press in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, its truth-seeking purpose remained a fundamental argu-
ment for its justifi cation. The latter achieved its chief expression with John Stuart 
Mill ’ s  ‘ theory of the truth ’ , which, as it will be argued, was a revival of Milton ’ s 
defence. 12  A central issue that will run through  Chapter 2  will be the model of 
truth involved in these developments. Milton ’ s theory emerged in a theocentric 
age, and his notion of truth follows a correspondence model that has been com-
monly referred to as a  ‘ god ’ s-eye view ’  of things. Although Mill is theoretically 
committed to this notion of truth, as will be shown, he also needs a subjective or 
perspectival truth in order to justify his argument that every opinion is as valu-
able as any other. This ambiguous approach to truth that shows itself in the text is 
the way in which Mill deals with the tension between freedom and truth, and this 
ambiguity is symptomatic of the illusion of the free press. 

 The reception of the classic theory in the United States and its application to 
the press will be explored in  Chapter 3 . The analysis will start with a jurispru-
dential product developed on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean in the form of 
a dissenting opinion given by Justice Oliver Holmes Jr in  Abrams v United States . 
Under the name of the  ‘ marketplace of ideas ’ , it became a central justifi cation of 
the First Amendment. But just like its predecessor, it embodied an irreconcilable 
tension between truth and freedom, a tension that led to a bitter repudiation of 
the truth-seeking purpose of expressive freedoms within the liberal theory itself. 
In the course of this dispute with truth-seeking justifi cations, two central theories 
emerged that proposed a different approach. On the one hand, democratic  theories 
justifi ed the protection of expressive freedoms because they considered them to be 
essential to the development and strengthening of a democratic  polity. 13  Some of 
these  theories stressed the point that expressive freedoms should guarantee that 
everything worth saying in a democratic society, that is, everything that contrib-
utes to the discussion about how to live our lives in common, should be said. 
Other democratic theories emphasise the value of political autonomy,  recognising 
expressive freedoms as the right of every individual to contribute to the forma-
tion of public opinion. 14  Despite their differences, both approaches coincide in 
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the importance they assign to political speech over any other form of speech, 
and in the fact that their theories are supported by particular conceptions of 
democracy, conceptions that defi ne the scope and understanding of the free press. 
On the other hand, autonomy theories (which will be analysed in  Chapter 4 ) criti-
cise the consequentialist nature of both democratic and truth-seeking justifi ca-
tions. According to autonomy theorists, expressive freedoms are not instruments 
for the achievement of particular goals but a proper manifestation of the autono-
mous character of human beings. 15  Accordingly, it is not the form of speech or 
its goals that defi ne and justify constitutional protection; only the dignity of the 
autonomous individual counts as a valid justifi cation for the protection of these 
freedoms. 

 The purpose of  Chapters 3  and  4  is not simply to describe how democratic and 
autonomy theories, respectively, rejected truth-seeking justifi cations but to show 
that whenever truth has been denied access through the front door, it has entered 
through the back. In  Chapter 3 , it will be argued that although the theocentric 
model of truth advanced by Milton and its secularised version defended by Mill 
were rejected by democratic theories, an understanding of truth in the form of 
 ‘ coherence ’  emerged. Within these theories the scope, meaning and purpose of 
the free press was subjected to particular conceptions of democracy, or to what 
some authors have called  ‘ the plan contained in the Constitution ’ . 16  These concep-
tions present themselves as truths that defi ne admissible discursive practices and 
with them the form and functions of a free press in a democratic society. They 
serve as a mirror to reproduce the democratic system itself and to guarantee its 
legitimacy. What is true and what is false is not necessarily the relation to some 
objective reality but is reduced to the internal coherence of the democratic system 
itself. Rather than refl ecting a reality that exists in itself, truth as coherence has a 
constitutive dimension that defi nes the discursive conditions of societies and the 
practices associated with them according to particular conceptions of democracy. 

  Chapter 4  will analyse the space of truth in autonomy theories of free speech 
and its application to the free press. It will be argued that regardless of a general 
scepticism by autonomy theorists about the truth-seeking purpose of expressive 
freedoms, truth emerges in these theories in the form of authenticity or the dis-
covery of the true self. Truth, in this context, is no longer something that must be 
searched for in the outer world. It is not correspondence with an external reality, 
as it is in the classic tradition of free speech; neither is it coherence with a central 
judgement, as it is with democratic arguments. By contrast, in autonomy  theories, 
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truth is located within the subject himself and takes the form of authenticity. 
 Chapter 4  will show the relationship between the discovery of the  ‘ true self  ’  and 
expressive activities, and how this relationship manifests itself in some infl uential 
autonomy theories of free speech. 17  The tension between truth and freedom is 
manifest here in an ambiguous conception of the subject and the role of a free 
press in the public validation of subjectivity. 

  Chapter 5  is an attempt to harmonise truth and freedom. This is an important 
challenge, because despite their tension, the relationship between truth and free-
dom, as expressed in free-speech literature, responds to an epistemological neces-
sity that is driven by our desire to understand the world in which we live, our 
political contingency and our own identity. In  Chapter 5 , it will be argued that at 
the basis of the tension between truth and freedom is the concept of freedom as 
non-interference. Invented by Thomas Hobbes to justify absolute forms of gov-
ernment, this concept has been crucial in shaping and legitimising a media envi-
ronment governed by radical market logics hostile to the truth-seeking purpose of 
the press. A republican version of freedom (freedom as non-domination) will be 
presented as a conceptual alternative that is tolerant of forms of interference with 
the market aimed at shaping the structure and functioning of the press in order to 
stimulate truth-seeking practices. 

 Before moving forward, a methodological warning must be made. This book 
uses indistinctively and interchangeably the concepts of  ‘ free speech ’  and  ‘ free 
press ’ . It does so not because there are no distinctions between them, but because 
the level of generality at which the argument works throughout most of the 
book ( Chapters 2  through  4 ) does not require such fi ne distinctions. The book 
explores the rationales that justify press freedoms and their inherent connection to 
truth. The rationales under scrutiny apply without distinction to both individual 
freedoms (free speech) and institutional freedoms (free press). The democratic 
argument ( Chapter 3 ) that claims that free speech is a necessary tool for enhanc-
ing public deliberation applies to both individual speakers and the media. The 
same can be said about the classic argument ( Chapter 2 ), which maintains that 
expressive freedoms are a means for the discovery of truth and the advancement 
of knowledge. From this argument ’ s point of view, expressive freedoms, regard-
less of their source, would enhance the truth-seeking purpose. Things get a bit 
more complicated with arguments that justify expressive freedoms on autonomy 
grounds ( Chapter 4 ). The type of argument that claims, for example, that free 
speech is valuable because protecting self-expression is a way of enhancing the 
speaker ’ s personal autonomy, is clearly not applicable to the media. As Onora 
O ’ Neill has argued, the press is not in the business of self-expression and should 
not be in it. 18  What we expect from the press is for it to communicate information 
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that is in the public interest, and to do so in a way that provides resources that 
allow everyone to make adequate judgements about the world in which we live. 
Although it makes perfect sense that free-speech rationales of this sort are not 
applicable to the media, there are free-speech theories that, while grounded on 
autonomy grounds, are also applicable to the media. These will be dealt with in 
 Chapter 4 . These theories argue that free speech is a public good. As such, its pro-
tection is justifi ed by audiences ’  interest rather than by speakers ’  interests. Accord-
ing to Raz, for example, free speech contributes to enhancing individual identity 
because public portrayals and expressions of specifi c sorts of life are a form of vali-
dation while their censoring is a form of condemnation. 19  Just as in democratic 
and classic rationales, speech is protected not as a consequence of  who  expresses 
it but as a consequence of  what  is expressed. Therefore, these rationales apply to 
both institutional and individual speech. 

 If no distinctions between the concepts of free press and free speech are neces-
sary at the level of the rationales justifying them (at least the ones analysed in this 
book), it is necessary to make some distinctions in order to construct the idea of 
the  illusion of the free press  ( Chapter 1 ) and to defend media regulation aimed at 
enhancing its truth-seeking practices ( Chapter 5 ). The illusion of the free press as 
an epistemological necessity applies only to communications that are delivered by 
the media. If we are prone to believing that the world shown by the press corre-
sponds to the world itself, it is because we need to assume that press freedoms are 
designed or have the ability to direct institutional communications towards that 
goal. The same is not always true about self-expression, which can be orientated 
towards goals that have nothing to do with truth discovery. This marks an impor-
tant distinction between free speech and the free press. In fact, although some of 
the rationales that justify free speech may coincide with the rationales that justify 
the free press, the latter is expected to perform certain functions that are vital to 
democratic societies which are not necessarily expected from individual speakers. 
If the latter is true, as Phillipson seems to claim, the media should be endowed 
with certain privileges and carry the weight of certain responsibilities that should 
not be endorsed to individual speakers. 20  The distinction between free speech and 
free press has important legal consequences. 21  In fact, media regulation is  justifi ed 
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on the basis of this distinction. If certain forms of regulation apply to the institu-
tional speech of the media and not necessarily to individual speech, it is precisely 
because the former is distinct from the latter.  Chapter 5  defends media regula-
tion on the basis of the fundamental distinction between free speech and media 
freedoms. 

 There is one further diffi culty that must be acknowledged at this stage. As the 
distinction between free speech and the free press affects the content and scope 
of these rights with important legal consequences, it is necessary to defi ne  ‘ media 
freedom ’  as a legal concept in order to identify who is going to be affected by this 
distinction. This issue is of special relevance considering the emergence and devel-
opment of digital technologies. The Internet, in particular the blogosphere and 
social media, has blurred the traditional distinction between professional journal-
ism (endowed with institutional rights and particular responsibilities) and non-
professional free speech. The ability to reach mass audiences is not an exclusive 
asset of the media industry any longer. In line with these developments, Oster has 
proposed a functionalist approach to defi ne what constitutes the media. Accord-
ing to him,  ‘  if  a person or institution contributes to matters of public interest in 
accordance with certain standards of conduct, then they are to be conceived of as 
media ’ . 22  This book will follow Oster ’ s approach, especially in  Chapter 5 , where 
media regulation will be justifi ed as a way of enhancing the truth-seeking purpose. 

 Finally, it is important to clarify what this book is not about. First, it is not about 
proposing an adequate theory for the protection of speech, nor identifying which 
forms of speech deserve constitutional protection and which do not according to 
a general framework. Secondly, it is not about arguing that truth-seeking justifi ca-
tions are the only relevant justifi cations in liberal theory, or to ignore the relevance 
of democratic or autonomy defences. On the contrary, the purpose is to assess 
and to explore why the press remains such a central institution in the mediation 
of social reality in liberal democracies, despite all the limitations it faces in the 
exercise of this function. To do this, it is necessary to explore the illusion of the free 
press in its fullest dimension. It is necessary to overcome (without disregarding) 
the limitations of external critical standards, and to explore the inherent complex-
ity in the relationship between truth and freedom from within the liberal theory 
itself. The fi nal aim is not simply to contribute to a critical appraisal of the notion 
of the free press, but also to provide a theoretical instrument aimed at improving 
our understanding of what is still a fundamental notion in any democratic polity.   
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